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Climate Change May Be Real,
but It’s Still Not Easy Being Green

How do we convince our inner caveman to be greener?
We ask some eminent social scientists what is holding us back.
By Alice Fishburn

The road to climate hell is paved with our good intentions. Politicians may tackle
polluters while scientists do battle with carbon emissions. But the most pervasive
problem is less fangible: our own behaviour. We get distracted before we can turn
down the heating. We break our promise not to fly after hearing about a neighbour’s
Jjaunt to India. Ultimately, we can’t be bothered to change our attitude. Fortunately
for the planet, social science and behavioural economics may be able to do that for
us.

Despite mournful polar bears and charts showing carbon emissions soaring, most
people find it hard to believe that global warming will affect them personally.
Recent polls by the Pew Research Centre' in Washington D.C., found that 75-80
percent of participants regarded climate change as an important issue. But
respondents ranked it last on a list of priorities.

This disparity largely stems from a feeling of powerlessness. “When we can’t
actually remove the source of our fear, we tend to adapt psychologically by adopting
a range of defence mechanisms,” says Tom Crompton, change strategist for the
environmental organisation WWF?. “These may range from blaming others to
manifesting themselves as apathy.”

Part of the fault lies with our inner caveman. Evolution has programmed humans
to pay most attention to issues that will have an immediate impact. Our ancestors
fretted about club-swinging neighbours and the predator at the watering hole. Any
carbon emissions from the cave didn’t make the grade then and still don’t today.
“We worry most about now because if we don’t survive for the next minute, well,
we’re not going to be around in ten years’ time,” says Professor Elke Weber of the
Centre for Research on Environmental Decisions at Columbia University in New
York.

If the Thames were lapping around Big Ben’, Londoners would face up to the
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problem of emissions pretty quickly. But in practice, our brain discounts the
risks—and benefits—associated with issues that lie some way ahead.

Matthew Rushworth, of the department of experimental psychology at the
University of Oxford, sees this in his lab every day. “One of the ways in which all
agents seem to make decisions is that they assign a lower weighting to outcomes that
are going to be further away in the future,” he says. “This is a very sensible way for
an animal to make decisions in the wild and would have been very helpful for
humans for many millennia.”

Not any longer. By the time we wake up to the threat posed by climate change, it
could well be too late. And if we’re not going to make rational decisions about the
future, others may have to help us to do s0.

Few political libraries are without a copy of Nudge: Improving Decisions About
Health, Wealth and Happiness®, by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein. They argue
that governments should nudge us into making better decisions—such as saving
more in our pension plans—by changing the default options. Professor Weber
believes that environmental policy can make use of similar tactics. If, for example,
building codes included green construction guidelines, most developers would be
too lazy to challenge them.

Defaults are certainly part of the solution. But social scientists are most concerned
about crafting messages that exploit our group mentality. “We need to understand
what motivates people, what it is that allows them to make change,” says Professor
Neil Adger, of the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research in Norwich. “It is
actually about what their peers think of them, what their social norms are, what 1s
seen as desirable in society.” In other words, our inner caveman is continually
looking over his shoulder to see what the rest of the tribes are up to.

The lackadaisical attitude we have to climate change as individuals can be altered
by counting us in—and measuring us against—our peer group. “Social norms are
primitive and elemental,” says Dr. Robert Cialdini, author of Influence: The
Psychology of Persuasion’. “Birds flock together, fish school together, cattle herd
together.6 ...just perceiving norms is enough to cause people to deflect their behavior
in the direction of the crowd.”

These norms can take us beyond good intentions. Cialdini conducted a study in
San Diego in which coat hangers bearing messages about saving energy were hung
on people’s doors. Some of the messages mentioned the environment, some
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financial savings, others social responsibility. But it was the ones that mentioned the
actions of neighbours that drove down power use.

Other studies show that simply providing the facility for people to compare their
energy use with the local average is enough to cause them to modify their behaviour.
The Conservatives plan to adopt this strategy by making utility companies print the
average local electricity and gas usage on people’s bills.

Social science can also teach politicians how to avoid our collective capacity for
self-destructive behaviour. Environmental campaigns that tell us how many people
drive SUVs unwittingly imply that this behaviour is widespread and thus permissible.
Cialdini recommends some careful framing of the message. “Instead of normalising
the undesirable behaviour, the message needs to marginalise it. Make it the province
of the outlier, for example, (by stating that) if even one person buys yet another SUV,
it reduces our ability to be energy-independent.”

Psychologists have other lessons for Westminster. Recent government adverts to
do with climate change showed small children listening to an apocalyptic bedtime
story, but the fear factor doesn’t actually work. Dr. Adam Corner, a psychologist at
the University of Cardiff, explains that fear can trigger a number of reactions,
including burying your head in the sand. “In the UK, people don’t feel that climate
change is personally relevant to them at the moment, so trying to scare them into
action is not necessarily a good idea,” he says.

Even seemingly sensible appeals to our wallets can be problematic. Tom
Crompton of WWF stresses that focusing on the possible money-saving benefits of
greener behaviour does nothing to enhance our environmental sensibilities. “If we
urge people to make changes by completely neglecting the environmental case and
focusing on the financial incentive, they will come to see themselves as the type of
people who do things to save money,” he says.

Tapping into how we already see ourselves is crucial. The most successful
environmental strategy will marry the green message to our own sense of identity.
Take your average trade union member: chances are they will be politically
motivated and be used to collective action—much like Erica Gregory. A retired
member of the Public and Commercial Services Union’, she is setting up one of
1,100 action groups wunder the aegis of Climate Solidarity®, a two-year
environmental campaign aimed at trade unionists.

Erica is proof that a great-grandmother can help to lead the revolution if you get
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the psychology right—in this case, by matching her enthusiasm for the environment
with a fondness for organising groups. “I think it’s a terrific idea,” she says of the
campaign. “The union backing it makes members think there must be something in
it.” She is expecting up to 20 people at the first meeting she has called, at her local
pub in the Cornish village of Polperro.

Nick Perks, project director for Climate Solidarity, believes this sort of activity is
where the future of environmental action lies. “Using existing civil society structures
or networks is a more effective way of creating change... and obviously trade unions
are one of the biggest civil society networks in the UK,” he says.

The Love Food Hate Waste’ campaign entered into a collaboration last year with
another such network—the Women’s Institute. Londoner Rachel Taylor joined the
campaign with the aim of making new friends. A year on, the meetings have made
lasting changes to what she bins in her kitchen. “It’s always more of an incentive if
you’re doing it with other people,” she says. “It motivates you more if you know
that you’ve got to (provide) feedback to a group.”

The power of such simple psychology in fighting climate change is attracting
attention across the political establishment. In the US, the House of Representatives
Science Committee'® has approved a bill allocating $10 million a year to studying
energy-related behaviour. In the UK, new studies are in development and social
scientists are regularly spotted in Whitehall. By putting our inner caveman on the
couch, psychologists are offering fresh hope that he might go green after all. (1,442

words)
From The Times, December 3, 2009
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advert /'®dva:t/ n. () ;4 (advertisement #y45%)

ancestor /'a@nsesta/ n. someone from whom you are descended (but usually
more remote than a grandparent) #8%; 4%

allocate /'&lakeit/ vt. distribute according to a plan or set apart for a special
purpose 4-Be; 4k

apathy /'@pa0i/ n. an absence of emotion or enthusiasm  #-3%; £&K; LAWK

apocalyptic /3,poka'liptik/ adj. connected with the final destruction and end
of the world, or with any great destruction #w#FK B (BHF L) 69, HF
KREH); Tty
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disparity /di'spaerati/ n. inequality or difference in some respect FRF; &
¥ A% T

eminent /'eminant/ adj. (used of persons) standing above others in character
or attainment or reputation $A&4g; Raked; Ty

fret /fret/ v. worry unnecessarily or excessively (1) 5ifsi; (%) Mgk, #----4 &

lackadaisical /leka'deizikal/ adj. lacking spirit or liveliness ##i£449; &Af
TR, W

lap /lap/ vt. wash or flow against (k&) #431; %

jaunt /d32:nt/ n. a journey taken for pleasure #3i&# i

marginalise /'ma:d3inalaiz/ vt. to make a person or a group of people
unimportant and powerless in an unfair way #5; ARG AKX EE; k- f
b L L 2

mournful /'m>:nfl/ adj. very sad %458y, @y

pervasive /pa'veisiv/ adj. existing everywhere RiZ#%; &A; LiH

predator /'predatd/ n. an animal that kills and eats other animals & ¥ 3 4%;
FeH

tangible /'teend3abl/ adj. clear enough or definite enough to be easily seen or
noticed k&4, A H 4y, BAAREY

trigger /'triga/ vt. to make something happen very quickly, especially a series
of events A4&; Fl14; jl&

under the aegis of with the protection or support of a person or organization
Feoe R P R EAFHZT

unwittingly /An‘witinli/ adv. without being aware of what you are doing or
the situation that you are involved in A &E#; RéRiLH; Fioti
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the Pew Research Centre—It is a nonpartisan “fact tank” that provides
information on the issues, attitudes and trends shaping America and the world. It
does so by conducting public opinion polling and social science research; by
reporting news and analyzing news coverage; and by holding forums and

briefings. It does not take positions on policy issues.

2. WWF-—-World Wildlife Fund. Since it was founded in 1961, WWF has become



one of the world’s largest and most effective independent organizations
dedicated to the conservation of nature. It has reached this status through a
constant record of conservation achievements. WWF now operates in around
100 countries, supported by nearly five million people worldwide. Its initials
and famous Panda logo have become a powerful rallying point for  everyone
who cares about the future of the planet and wants to help shape it in a positive
way.
Big Ben—The hour bell of the Great Clock of Westminster—known worldwide
as “Big Ben”. The most famous bell ever cast in Britain. Big Ben was cast on
Saturday 10th April 1858. Big Ben remains the largest bell ever cast at
Whitechapel. Visitors to the foundry pass through a full size profile of the bell
that frames the main entrance as they enter the building. The original moulding
gauge employed to form the mould used to cast Big Ben hangs on the end wall
of the foundry above the furnaces to this very day.
Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth and Happiness—¥ 3% .4
3 mtH XEE. MEAE4#H692%) , Richard H. Thaler and Cass R.
Sunstein .
Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion—¥ L% (#h A7) , AXAHEF, F
B SR TN - HRERMEHRNRET HH 28 BARLWRS, fEMNE
REH LS ZH. BRBATMMUAITA BB RS, ERX—YaikiR, Atk
& FAE AR GE A EN, ERMNAE.
Birds flock together, fish school together, cattle herd together.—Proverb:
Birds of a feather flock together. People of the same sort are found together.
Birds flock together, fish school together, cattle herd together % #7 &} %4454 5,
X4 R AL MAGR], EXARM, ERAHA.
Public and Commercial Services Union—The Public and Commercial
Services Union (PCSU) is the sixth largest trade union in the United Kingdom.
Most of its members work in government departments and other public bodies
although some work for private companies.
Climate Solidarity—It is a trade union response to climate change. It’s about
learning, working and acting together to help make the kind of society we want
to live in. Climate Solidarity is a two-year campaign to mobilise trade union
members to take action together on climate change. This is an unusual campaign,

as the initial focus is on trade union members getting together in small Action
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Groups to make practical changes in their own lives and communities. For some
this will be an end in itself, for others it will be a springboard to workplace or
political action.

Love Food Hate Waste—It is an online campaign to promote new food habits.
Love Food Hate Waste is asking the nation to think positively about food and
get into new habits following the theme of loving food and wasting less!

the House of Representatives Science Committee-—The Members of the
House Committee on Science and Technology are tenured, knowledgeable and
committed to careful oversight of the Committee’s far-reaching jurisdiction.
Over the years, the Committee’s jurisdiction grew to include almost all

non-defense federal scientific research and development.

% The Times— (& ¥ELH) RERDN—NEEESHAR, AL RIBUE. 27 AL

BHERBAMNGIRK, Yk, E-ARAARERNE — AR, #AY “XH
ALHERLRAE, EXEAEHASUERERXARNELLRTERAE, diZRGE
A #K The Times A #Fitk ey d LHiZ A CHIRY. Kf, et s LR 5EFME.
12E K X B4 585 L 7T (River Thames) —#f, ®1 THEBRGKE, #FREEZS. N
AR E A % L 4 Times 6938F, 4v (4249813RY (The New York Times). AT K
4, (RBELIRY A abaAR A (5 3KaTIRY (The London Times) , £# R L& —4 A Times
2 BRI,

Ruestion =

1. What does “inner caveman” refer to?

2. What is holding us back in fighting climate change according to some social
scientists?

3. What accelerates the causes of global warming?

4. What is the most successful environmental strategy according to the author?

5. What do you think we should do to protect the Earth?

Discussion

1. Global climate change and our life.

2. List some effective ways to protect the greening around us.
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Light Pollution: Night Skies, Dark No More

The ecological risks and health effects of a bright night are becoming more
apparent.
By Ben Harder

The night is not what it was. Once, the Earth was cast perpetually half in shadow.
Man and beast slept beneath inky skies, dotted with glittering stars. Then came fire,
the candle, and the light bulb, gradually drawing back the curtain of darkness and
giving us unprecedented control over our lives.

But a brighter world, it is becoming increasingly clear, has its drawbacks. A study
released last month finding that breast cancer is nearly twice as common in brightly
lit communities as in dark ones only added to a growing body of evidence that
artificial light threatens not just stargazing but also public health, wildlife, and
possibly even safety'. Those findings are all the more troubling considering that an
estimated 30 percent of outdoor lighting—plus even some indoor lighting—is
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wasted. Ill-conceived, ineffective, and inefficient lighting costs the nation about
$10.4 billion a year, according to Bob Gent of the International Dark-Sky
Association®, a nonprofit that aims to curtail light pollution, and it generates 38
million tons of carbon dioxide a year.

Motivated by such trends, more than two dozen cities worldwide will go dim on
March 29 in an hour-long demonstration. At 8 p.m. local time, Atlanta’s and
Chicago’s tallest towers, the Phoenix Suns®’ arena, and San Francisco’s Golden Gate
Bridge* will join many other sites in turning off their lights. According to the World
Wildlife Fund, which is organizing the event, an estimated 2.2 million Australians
switched off their lights or took other action during “Earth Hour” last year in Sydney,
briefly reducing that city’s energy use by more than 10 percent.

A number of groups are trying to measure light pollution and assess its
detrimental effects on the environment in the hope that people will reduce their own
contribution to the problem. Last week, as part of an annual program called GLOBE
at Night’, thousands of students and amateur scientists stared up at the constellation
Orion from locations across the country and reported how many of its stars they
could see. No data are yet available, but in dark, rural areas, says Gent, about 2,000
stars are typically visible at night, compared with “maybe five” in a bright city
square—and about 5,000 in centuries past. “One of the goals,” says Steve Pompea of
the National Optical Astronomy Observatory® in Tucson, Ariz., “is to identify urban
oases—places in our cities that are dark enough to see the sky..” People who are
working while others are stargazing may face the greatest risks. Hormonal
disturbances triggered by nighttime exposure to white or bluish light can disrupt
circadian rhythms and fuel the growth of tumors, experiments show. Two decades of
research indicate that women who work night shifts have unusually high rates of
breast cancer, and some data suggest a parallel effect on male workers’ prostate
cancer rates. Last December, a unit of the World Health Organization deemed shift
work a probable human carcinogen.

Yet light and cancer may be even more fundamentally linked. In last month’s
study, a team that included Richard Stevens, the University of Connecticut’ Health
Center epidemiologist who first proposed the connection, compared satellite images
of Israel at night with maps showing where cancers are most common. Its analysis
suggests that 73 percent more breast cancers occur in the country’s brightest
communities than in its darkest. Beaming up. Light beamed into the sky is



